Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 52

Issue 2

Article 6

January 2020

Using Read Alouds to Target Social-Emotional Learning
Ashley Schultz
Central Unit School District 301

Alicia Baczek
Central Unit School District 301

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Schultz, Ashley and Baczek, Alicia (2020) "Using Read Alouds to Target Social-Emotional Learning,"
Michigan Reading Journal: Vol. 52: Iss. 2, Article 6.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol52/iss2/6

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

Using Read Alouds to Target
Social-Emotional Learning
by Ashley Schultz and Alicia Baczek
Introduction

For years, educators and the education system as a
whole have valued literature for many reasons. Literature has been proven time and time again to assist
students in their learning process. When children
have a strong foundation in literature, they are more
prone to become life-long learners and literature lovers.
Additionally, in recent years, social-emotional learning
(SEL) is becoming more valuable and sought after in
education. Social-emotional learning allows students to
problem solve and build social awareness. Combining
these two aspects of education can be incredibly powerful if done purposefully.
Literature in the Classroom
The teaching of literature has been a major focus in
education for years. Literature has always been a foundation for students to learn from and build upon as
they progress through education as well as life. Jonda
C. McNair, Editor of Integrating Children’s Literature
acknowledges that, “books have the potential to entertain, foster a love of reading, and inform while also
affirming the multiple aspects of students’ identities and
exposing them to the values, viewpoints, and historical
legacies of others” (2016, p. 375). Children need to be
exposed to different types of literature. Unfortunately
for some, school is the only place they have access
to a variety of text. It is irresponsible to assume that
children are exposed to literature at home, so teachers
must immerse them in literature within the classroom.
According to Bishop and Larimer (1999), history has
shown that teachers and librarians see the relationship
between literature and developing lifelong learners.
In education, students both learn to read and read
to learn. Reading to learn goes beyond learning facts
and information about the world around us. Reading
allows us to learn about unfamiliar characters, cultures,
social dynamics, etcetera. This shift in education has
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the potential to help students develop social-emotional
skills that they will use throughout their education and
beyond.
Using Children’s Literature to Support Social-Emotional Development
Students spend much of their time growing up within
a school setting. While at school, children are exposed
to different social situations and interactions. It makes
sense that school should also be a place where children
build and practice important social-emotional skills.
Teaching only academics in school does a disservice to
children’s social and emotional needs. Children need
to be taught SEL skills in addition to academic skills in
the classroom. When teachers address social-emotional
skills, students will grow not only academically but also
interpersonally (Liff, 2003). Social-emotional learning
in schools has been shown to have a positive impact on
social-emotional competencies and attitudes in addition
to academic growth (Durlak, Dymnicki, Taylor, Schellinger & Weissberg, 2011). Educators cannot assume
that students are coming in with the social-emotional
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skills necessary to aid in the development of social
awareness and interpersonal skills (Johns, Crowley, &
Guetzloe, 2005).
Teachers today feel overwhelmed trying to fit academic
content and curriculum within the school year. Adding
in yet another content area to teach regularly can seem
unmanageable. However, it may be easier than it seems
to incorporate social-emotional skills into day-to-day
teaching.
Teachers play a crucial role in the development of
social-awareness and interpersonal skills through
literacy instruction. The current education system in
the United States is producing students who are more
academically intelligent but lack the emotional intelligence that is increasingly important in our society (Dar,
2016). However, educators are in a position in which
we can make a difference and change the current educational trend in a positive way.
Many educators feel pressure to do it all: guide students
to success, meet increasingly difficult academic standards, develop social-emotional learning, create an ideal
environment for students, partner with families, etcetera. While this can feel unattainable, Darla M. Salay
gives insight by stating, “with an ever-growing list of
school requirements, no additional instructional time,
and little guidance on how to teach social emotional
skills, schools need ways to integrate social emotional
skills within curriculum” (2018, p. xiii). Educators are
capable of teaching social awareness by incorporating
social-emotional learning into their curriculum. One
curricular area in which this could be implemented is
within teaching literacy.
As stated by Stevenson (1884/1992, as cited in Johnson, Huffman, & Jasper, 2014) for centuries, scholars
have been aware of the connection between fictional
narratives and social-emotional skills, primarily, social
awareness. However, researchers like Lobron and
Selman (2007) believed until recently that literacy
and social awareness were two separate entities. It was
in 2007 that Lobron and Selman realized that a close
link exists between these two fields. These researchers

believed that although we separate these fields, the same
skill is being practiced. Educators are teaching social
awareness and literacy at the same time, without always
realizing it.
Instead of struggling to teach both social awareness and
literacy, teachers have the ability to combine these two
fields by teaching social awareness through literature.
“High-quality picture books can provide added dimensions to children’s thoughts and feelings, offer insight,
model coping mechanisms, and pose possible resolutions to challenges” (Harper, 2016, p. 85). By choosing
books with social awareness themes, teachers can tackle
children’s emotional needs.

Building Empathy
Through Literature

Studies have shown that reading literature improves
one’s empathy levels as well as other social-emotional
skills. “Reading high-quality literature with children
can heighten the awareness of emotions, foster sensitivity to others’ feelings, encourage tolerance, promote
empathetic behavior toward others, and reinforce moral
development” (Harper, 2016, p. 85). Educators can
build empathy amongst their students by aiding in the
understanding of character traits and actions within
literature (Cain, 2015).
Numerous studies have shown that when someone
“transports” into a story, empathy is affected (Bal &
Veltkamp, 2013; Mar, Oatley, & Peterson, 2009). Literary transportation is when one “gets lost in a book.”
During these times, the reader is able to emotionally
experience what is happening in the narrative (Bal &
Veltkamp, 2013; Mar, et al., 2009). In many instances,
books evoke emotion in readers:
Readers experience the story and the emotional
state of the characters, and thus gain rich insight
into the reality of the character. Those emotional
connections can drive not only interest and attention, but also the ability to understand and empathize with the social situation presented. (Colvin,
2017, p. 26)
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This relationship between the reader and the narrative is
unlike any other and has the power to impact the readers’ empathy levels as well as their opinions, actions,
beliefs, etcetera. Through reading fiction texts, students
can learn aspects of human psychology while increasing
knowledge about behavior within social settings (Mar,
et al., 2009).
Reading narratives in the classroom gives students the
opportunity to make emotional connections and participate in new experiences without leaving the room.
According to Colvin (2017), readers who get lost in a
book are mentally and emotionally experiencing what is
going on in the story. Through these experiences, readers are able to be exposed to new social situations and
can feel empathy for characters who may be unfamiliar
to them. Readers are building social skills through
their interaction with the text. Colvin implies that this
transaction between readers and text has been shown to
also reduce prejudices they may have and increase their
helpful behavior. Literature allows readers to experience
foreign aspects of the world, communities which they
have never heard, cultures that they couldn’t access otherwise, etcetera. This allows readers to experience these
new situations in a safe and controlled way. Readers can
reflect upon how they would respond in situations and
think critically about how their actions could impact
others (Colvin, 2017). This can be especially helpful
for more reserved students; they are able to develop
their social skills without being face-to-face with others.
Laura Tavares, renowned author, states that “novels
can develop empathy, humility, and tolerance—all the
makings of a good citizen” (2017, p. 74). By reading
narratives, students are exposed to social issues and new
experiences.
By discussing these texts, readers can develop an understanding of social issues. Conversation is essential in
developing literacy skills and social awareness (Lobron
& Selman 2007). “A good story combined with
responsive and developmentally appropriate discussion
can provide the opportunity for children to explore
emotion-provoking conflicts and events that might
mirror those emotions they or their friends routinely
experience” (Harper, 2016, p. 85). Conversations give
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students the necessary language to be able to describe
their feelings (Harper, 2016). Lobron and Selman
(2007) state that:
Providing opportunities to discuss the social ideas
presented in texts is one of the best ways to ensure
students develop the ability to talk about these
issues. When children have the chance to think
deeply about what they are reading and then put
their thoughts into words, their understanding
matures profoundly. (p. 536)
Discussions help students consider text a tool to help
them understand culture and emotions (Chamberlain
& Peterson, 2015).

The Educator’s Role

Educators striving to teach the whole child should teach
beyond academic material. Adding in social-emotional
content can help students develop these skills within
school.
A study done by Fatima Rehan Dar (2016) examined
the impact of pairing empathy and pro-social behavior skills with academic teaching. Prosocial behavior
within this context is defined as “a voluntary action
that is intended to help another individual or a group”
(Dar, 2016, p. 1). This study was done in Pakistan and,
unfortunately, the study did not produce the evidence the researchers may have been expecting. Their
observations and data indicated to researchers that the
teachers participating lacked appropriate training in
empathy and pro-social behavioral skills. While this
study did not show the results they hoped for, it did
provide researchers and educators with several recommendations for the classroom. For instance, in Dar’s
(2016) follow-up article, “Empathetic and Pro-Social
Awareness in Primary School Students: A Case Study,”
she recommends that educators receive professional
development training that focuses on empathetic and
pro-social skills. Additionally, Dar recommends blending academic and social-emotional learning within the
classroom and school as a whole. Dar also provides
the reader with recommended in-class activities to use
to reach this academic and social-emotional balance.

Michigan Reading Journal

Ashley Schultz and Alicia Baczek

These activities include: role playing, dramatization,
group work, discussions, reflective talks, and others.
Laura Tavares (2017) recommends partaking in character map exercises. These character maps allow students
to analyze a character in literature, focusing on their
traits, actions, problems they faced, and ways in which
problems were solved. Tavares also claims that while
working on these character maps, students internally
analyze their own character which allows them to
develop a critical and reflective view of themselves.
As we are beginning to realize, social-emotional development is becoming increasingly significant and necessary. Thankfully, teachers can incorporate aspects of
socio-emotional learning into their classroom practices.
Educators are in a role where they are at the forefront
of this change. While the system as a whole is working
towards this shift, teachers can work towards integrating more social-emotional learning into their classrooms on a regular basis. This shift is likely to benefit
the nation’s future leaders in a positive way.

Tackling the Problem

Reading books aloud was a passion that the authors of
this article shared as teachers. In fact, it was a non-negotiable in both of our fourth-grade classrooms. No
matter how stressful or difficult the day was, our students could depend on our daily read alouds. Sometimes we read novels and sometimes we read picture
books. Starting on the first day of school, we began to
build an environment where students could immerse
themselves in the lives and adventures of various
characters by listening to read alouds. Not only could
students see themselves in characters, but they also
could listen to stories about characters different than
themselves.
While we shared a love of read alouds, we also had one
big problem in common. Both of us saw students in
our classroom that lacked social-emotional skills. Students in both classrooms struggled to resolve conflicts,
build empathy, and see others’ points-of-view. More frequently, students were coming to school not equipped
with problem solving skills, and they didn’t have social

awareness or the skills to maintain positive relationships. We were aware of the SEL standards (Illinois
State Board of Education, n.d.), and we saw that our
students needed more support, but with our already
hectic schedule, we had difficulty allocating time to
meet our students’ needs. Since read aloud was already
part of our day, we saw this as an opportunity to help
our students. We thought that if we selected read
alouds that emphasized social-emotional themes, we
could simultaneously build empathy and support our
students’ social-emotional development. We decided to
conduct this study to see if careful choice in read aloud
text, paired with various discussions and activities,
could help students build social-emotional skills.
School and Participant Demographics
The school in which this research study was conducted
was a Title I funded elementary school located in the
Chicago suburbs and was rated as a “commendable
school” as our performance was not in the top 10%
of schools statewide. In 2018, our school consisted of
617 students with the following cultural demographics: 63.7% Caucasian, 2.4% African American, 16.9%
Hispanic, 11% Asian American, 5.8% two or more
races. Furthermore, 9.9% of our student population
had an Individualized Education Plan (IEP), 10.4%
were English Language Learners (ELL), 9.1% were
low-income, 7.1% had chronic absenteeism, and there
was 1.3% student mobility. These statistics were similar
across the 4,175 total students within the school district
(Illinois School Report Card, 2018).
All students who participated in the study were in one
of the authors’ fourth-grade classes, were between the
ages of nine and 10, and consented to be included in
the study. Additionally, all students received parental
consent. Each classroom consisted of students with
varying levels of supports.
Sara had 20 students who participated in the study. The
class demographics included: 10 male and 10 female
students, one African American student, four Hispanic
students, three Asian American students, two multiracial
students, and 10 Caucasian students. Of those students,
two students had an IEP, two students had 504 plans

Winter 2020, Vol. 52, No. 2

21

Bridging Research and Practice - Using Read Alouds to Target Social-Emotional Learning

with accommodations, three students were diagnosed
with Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD)
or Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), and one student
had sensory processing disorder. Additionally, some students in Sara’s class received services of some kind: two
students received vision services, two students received
speech services, two students received reading services,
and two students received social work. This class was
also linguistically diverse, with multiple home languages.
Three students had recently exited Transitional Program
of Instruction (TPI) services, and one student revoked
Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) services.
Within Kathy’s class, there were seven boys and nine
girls who participated in the study. Of the total 16
students, 10 were Caucasian, two were Hispanic, one
was African American, two were Asian American, and
one was of Indian decent. This class also had two students who had exited Limited English Proficient (LEP)
services in the last three years and one student who
received reading support.
Survey Results Prior to Study
Beginning this study, we administered a 14-question
survey on social-emotional skills to gauge where our
fourth graders were starting. This survey focused on
Illinois Social/Emotional Learning Standard Goal 2:
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Use social-awareness and interpersonal skills to establish
and maintain positive relationships. See Table 1 for
Illinois and Michigan SEL standard comparison. This
social-emotional goal contained the following learning
sub standards:
A. Recognize the feelings and perspectives of others.
B. Recognize individual and group similarities and
differences.
C. Use communication and social skills to interact
effectively with others.
D. Demonstrate an ability to prevent, manage, and
resolve interpersonal conflicts in constructive ways
(Social/Emotional Learning Standards).
We chose to focus on this particular standard because
that was the area in which our students struggled
the most. We believed that students had difficulties
with these SEL standards based on behavioral trends
observed in previous school years. According to previous teachers, this group of students in particular had
a hard time building and maintaining healthy, positive relationships. Of the survey’s 14 questions, three
asked for simple information such as the student’s
name, classroom teacher, and if there was anything
else they would like us to know. For these more simple
questions, students had a drop-down menu for answer
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selection. The other 11 questions were SEL-based.
These questions allowed students to evaluate their
ability to put themselves in another’s shoes, see other
points of view, resolve conflicts, address feelings and
accomplishments, understand diverse peers, and express
their feelings.
After administering the survey, we analyzed what students thought about their abilities and skills regarding
goal 2 of the SEL standards. The areas that our students
scored the lowest was “listening to others’ point-ofview,” “getting along with diverse peers,” “respecting
others’ point-of-view when disagreements occur,” “complimenting others accomplishments,” “solving problems
with peers,” “the ability to listen to others’ point-ofview,” and “the ability to disagree without starting an
argument.” Students had the most negative response
when asked about their ability to describe their own
feelings and their ability to stand up for themselves.
Students had slightly more positive results in the other
categories that included helping others and caring
about others’ feelings.
Books for Read Alouds
In order to target goal 2 of the SEL standards, we
focused on picking read aloud books that contain characters or story elements that show relational dynamics
similar to the ones mentioned within the goal. For
instance, in Lions and Liars (Beasley & Santat, 2018),
the main character struggles to fit in and is thrown into
a situation where he is forced to see the perspective
of kids he would usually have never gotten to know.
Similarly, in Wishtree (Applegate, 2017), the main
character associates with a different culture than her
neighborhood peers. She also forms a relationship with
someone from a different culture, despite the resistance
from both sets of parents. This content and the resolutions show the reader how individuals and groups
of people are more similar than different. There was a
strong theme of acceptance in the read alouds shared
with our students. Many of the books we chose also
had social conflicts within the plot. These problems
were addressed in ways that allow student to learn from
the resolution process based on the character’s development, words, and choices.

Implementation
Throughout the study, we set aside a 25-minute read
aloud block each school day. During this time, we read
and discussed picture books or novels. We would also
revisit the concepts during our separate language arts
block to discuss the read aloud and write about the
story and/or characters. For a complete list of the literature used in our study and each book’s corresponding
SEL skill, see the Appendix. The read alouds were
paired with discussions that focused on the emotional
aspects of the story, how characters changed, and lessons learned.
To culminate a read aloud, students were asked to
reflect on the themes and lessons present within the
books. Additionally, students were able to write about
relatable characters and recognize how characters
changed. For example, after reading Lions and Liars
(Beasley & Santat, 2018), one student wrote:
Fredrick is the main character in Lions and Liars. He
is a very lonely, shy, and depressed character with
no friends. The reason I know that is because he was
saying that he has no friends and he gets made fun
of a lot. That changed very quickly when he accidently took a boat to a camp and made friends with
the rest of group 13...Towards the end of the book
Fredrick was very different from in the beginning. In
the end of the book he was brave, strong and fearless
and he also managed to make a friend.
Since the book focused on building relationships with
peers; conflict resolution; and recognizing the thoughts,
feelings, and perspectives of others; watching the students write about character development and change
was rewarding. Classroom discussions consisted of
student-led discussions with the teacher as a facilitator.
Students discussed what they noticed in the text and
what they thought it meant. Having discussions multiple times per book allowed students to see changes and
build on the themes in the book by talking about the
social-emotional skills and character development.
Survey Results After the Study
After 15 weeks of intentionally planned read alouds,
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discussions, and activities, we administered the same
survey to see if our students had a different view of
their skills and abilities. Overall, students demonstrated
a more positive view of themselves in regards to our targeted social-emotional skills. A majority of our survey
questions aligned to a Likert scale ranging from one to
four; one would indicate a lack of that skill or ability
whereas four would indicate a student feels confident in
the skill or ability. On average, students scored higher
for every question from pre to post survey. While some
growths were smaller, others were more drastic. Students showed the most growth when asked about their
ability to stand up for themselves. The average score

increased from a 2.23 on the pre-survey to a 2.86 on
the post-survey. Students also showed growth on survey
items related to complimenting others, describing feelings, and problem resolution. On the pre-survey, seven
questions showed a positive result (between 2.5 and 4).
This increased to 11 questions showing a positive result
on the post-survey; four of these 11 questions scored
a 3.0 or higher. See Figure 1 for a visual of growth
made between the surveys. See Figure 2 for a visual
of the average growth between the pre and post-survey. No test of statistical significance was applied, but
nonetheless our informal review of the data showed
positive trends that were meaningful to us as teachers.

Average Response

Figure 1. This graph indicates the areas in which students showed the most
growth from pre to post survey.
Average Score

Figure 2. This graph indicates the average growth between the pre and post surveys.
24
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Even without statistical significance, we were able to
see a huge change in our students, in addition to seeing
growth from the pre-survey to the post-survey.
Overall, we were pleased with the results of the survey,
as every question we asked increased in some way.
We also saw evidence in our classrooms that showed
growth. For example, the writings and the discussions
demonstrated an understanding of social-emotional
skills. Our students were using words such as “vulnerable,” “confident,” “lonely,” “shy,” and “friends”
to describe characters. They wrote about characters'
emotions, made connections to characters, and discussed character changes. We also saw results in how
students dealt with everyday issues. One example
of this is when there was an issue between friends at
recess. One did not want to play the same game as the
other. The students were able to resolve the conflict on
their own by discussing the issue and how they could
resolve it instead of avoiding it. Similarly, two girls were
having difficulties within their friendship. As a way to
resolve this, the girls wrote each other notes sharing
their feelings, perspectives, and what they were seeing
as the main issue. This allowed them to quickly come to
a resolution and develop a deeper understanding of one
another. Seeing our students grow socially and emotionally inspired us to share the benefits of reading SEL
themed books during read aloud and how others can
use this strategy in their classrooms.

Implications

A major piece of knowledge we have taken away from
this experience is the importance of carefully selecting
read alouds. We found it helpful to focus on one SEL
skill, then research grade-appropriate texts to share with
our students. In addition to using strategically selected
read alouds, we tried to bring in more texts that have
SEL themes for students to read independently. We
found books that aligned to what we were looking
for and book-talked them to our classes to motivate
our students to read them. Reading them would give
our students the opportunity to practice social-emotional skills in an imaginary world while reading a text
independently. This practice allowed us to get a larger
quantity of quality texts into our students’ hands.

In addition to exposing our students to carefully
selected texts, our use of open-ended discussion made a
difference in our teaching practice. Asking open ended
questions such as, “Why might _____ be reacting
this way?” or “What would you do in this situation?”
allowed our students to think more deeply and put
themselves in the characters’ shoes. We also utilized
character maps which allowed students to analyze how
characters changed over time and what led to these
changes.
Teacher Tips
Incorporating read alouds in the classroom can be
easy. Any grade from kindergarten to high school can
utilize reading social-emotional books. We’ve created
some tips for teachers who want to use this strategy
in their classrooms. These tips can be found in Figure
3 (next page). A list of applicable texts can be found
in the Appendix, along with their corresponding SEL
skills.
Future Research
We believe that there is still research to be done in this
area. It would be interesting to know what educators
can do during read aloud time to enhance the transactional relationship between the reader/listener and the
text. It was also evident that some students grew more
than others, and we are curious as to what caused this
difference. Could it be the students’ life experiences,
strengths/weaknesses, how focused they were, or their
participation in discussions? We believe that knowing
more about how to best use thoughtfully selected texts
can help teachers enhance the lives and skills of their
students.

Final Thoughts

Reading aloud is already a regular practice in many
elementary classrooms. Through purposeful selection,
planning, and implementation, read alouds can facilitate the social-emotional development of students. It
was inspiring to see the changes in students’ attitudes
about themselves and others. Our hope is that students
all around the world can participate in discussions,
activities, and critical thinking fostered by read alouds
to develop these important lifelong skills.
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Figure 3. Tips educators can easily implement.
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